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SATELLITE LIFETIME PREDICTION
Gerald Wittenstein, NASA/Marshall Space Flight Center
Satellite lifetime predictions are critically dependent on
the ability to forecast future solar and geomagnetic activity.
These quantities are inputs to the atmospheric model with which
values of atmospheric density are computed along a projected
orbital path. Density values are combined with the predicted
ballistic coefficient timeline to compute drag and predict decay
histories. The major uncertainty in making predictions that
pertain to time periods that are years in the future is in the
solar and geomagnetic activity projections, although the
ballistic coefficient is also frequently in doubt.
Reliable lifetime predictions are of great importance.
Lifetime in terms of years of on-station operation and reboost
requirements are major drivers of system costs. For the space
station a major issue is to predict when reboost is necessary.
For low solar activity (sunspot number 50) it is estimated that
i000 Ib of propellant are required for reboost each year, while
for high activity (sunspot number 200) i0,000 ib are required.
Comparisons between actual and predicted orbit lifetimes
show large differences that are due mostly to the uncertainties
in predicting solar/geomagnetic activity. When the actual
solar/geomagnetic indices that were observed during the orbital
lifetime are put into the models during post-flight orbital
analyses, the models work quite well, within about I0 - 15
percent in lifetime. High inclination orbits may be expected to
exhibit the greatest variability (Roble).
Given present knowledge, solar cycle uncertainties are
unavoidable. A reasonable procedure is to go with the best
forecasts available, and try to allow for variations by
estimating lifetimes for both nominal and plus two-sigma solar
activity levels. Short term variations are essentially
unpredictable.
USER SUMMARY Satellite lifetime
In summary, while present density models are adequate for
planning, the inputs to them, particularly solar/geomagnetic
activity indices, are unreliable.
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SKYLAB LIFETIME (IMPACT) PREDICTIONS
DURING THE PASSIVE PERIOD
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